As aspiring respiratory physicians are aware, The Federation of Royal Colleges of Physicians of the UK (FRCPUK) has introduced Specialty Certificate Examinations (SCEs) to complement workplace-based assessments. Successful completion of the SCE in Respiratory Medicine is a prerequisite for Certificate of Completion of Training for all UK respiratory trainees whose specialist training began during or after August 2007.
The SCE comprises two papers, each lasting 3 h and containing 100 questions in a 'best of five' format. Delivery and marking of the examination is computer-based. The FRCPUK has worked in partnership with specialist societies, including the British Thoracic Society (BTS), to optimise examination validity and reliability.
Analyses of SCE performance have been reported by the MRCP (UK) Central Office, 1 but to date, there is little published data regarding the perceptions of trainees undertaking these examinations. 2 3 The BTS Specialist Trainees Advisory Group therefore undertook an anonymised electronic survey of all BTS trainee members to establish their views of the SCE in Respiratory Medicine. The total number of responders was 95 (response rate 14%), of whom 56 (59%) had undertaken the SCE. Perceptions were measured by Likert rating scale with an option for free text.
In this survey, the majority of trainees felt the SCE to be appropriate in difficulty, content and duration and the examination test centres to be acceptable for purpose.
However, free text comments demonstrated strong feeling that the examination fee of £861 for UK candidates (£1081 for overseas candidates) is not justified, particularly when fees for comparable professional examinations are significantly less (€280 for the European Respiratory Society's European Diploma in Respiratory Medicine).
There is little transparency regarding costs to the FRCPUK of providing the SCE and understandable concern that trainees are paying in excess of 'cost price', potentially subsidising other activities of the FRCPUK.
Precedent exists that should act as a warning to the FRCPUK. The Royal College of Psychiatrists had to reduce and freeze examination fees (as well as subsidise trainee continued professional development), in response to concerns that the College 'made £604 000 profit from membership examination fees in 2011'. 4 Lack of clarity regarding examination fees risks diminishing the relevance of the Respiratory SCE. While the SCE is mandatory for UK trainees, overseas candidates are likely to seek alternative, lower cost specialty examinations. Furthermore, UK respiratory trainees may elect to follow the example of UK cardiology trainees, who sit European examinations with UK diets instead of a dedicated SCE.
Delegates at the British Medical Association Junior Doctors' Conference last year passed a motion calling for all Royal Colleges to be transparent in their use of income raised by examination fees. In response to the concerns of our members, the BTS Specialist Trainees Advisory Group is calling for greater transparency from the FRCPUK regarding the examination fees for the SCE in Respiratory Medicine. Overall, we concur with the opinion of Dr John Cookson that 'the publication of robust costings (for the SCE) would be a service to all of us'. 
